Some Problems of the Draft
in Revolutionary Virginia
By E. Kidd Lockard
A S A COLONY, Virginia had been dependent for her

military strength upon a militia the members of which
furnished their own equipment and were paid only
" when in service. Each county had its own officers, including
: 1 county lieutenant appointed by the governor to regulate and
discipline the militia. The governor was commander in chief
of the whole and the members of his council were colonels,'
Consequently, when Virginia determined while yet a colony
to aid New England, she had a basis upon which she could lay
her foundations.

The transition, however, was not made without difficulty, as

a letter of one of the delegates to the convention which met in
July, 1775 clearly indicates.

4 I have not since I came to this place, except the fast-day &
[ sunday, had an hour which I cou'd call my own the Committee
: (of which I am a member) appointed to prepare an Ordinance
,‘ for raising our arm’d Force for the Defence & protection of this
Colony, meet every morning at seven o'clock, sit ’til the
Convention meets, which seldom rises before five in the after-
noon: & immediately after Dinner & a little Refreshment, the
Committee sits again 'til nine or ten at night; this is hard
Duty: and yet we have hitherto made but little progress: & I
think shall not be able to bring in the Ordinance 'til late next
week, if then: this will not be wondered at, when the Extent
& Importance of the Business before us is reflected on—to
raise Yorces for immediate Service—to new model the whole
Fillia~40 render about one fifth of it fit for the Field at the
Seetest warning—to melt down all the Volunteers & inde-
pendent Companies Into this great establishment—to provide
e, smmunition &e, and to point out ways & means of
Taiting money. These are Difficultys indeed!?

Al length, arrangements were completed and the conven-
W8 suthorized the ralsing of some twelve hundred regulars
¥ #ddition 16 the necessary officers. They were placed under
e central of the commitice of safoly, As a means of further
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The enthusiasm for the R;evo%ut:ion- was 5o prevalent

1775 and 1776 in Virginia, especially m.the West, that utm“i"!
not necessary to draft men for thfa Cont'mental service. Jeffep.
son regarded this as being of particular importance in ag

as the draft was “the most unpopular and impracticable

that could be attempted. Our people,” he wrote, “even i
the monarchical government, had learnt to consider it as the
last of all oppressions.™

In order to postpone what under the circumstances was
the inevitable, the assembly attempted to raise recruits
bounties. The idea of a land bounty was suggested by an act
of the Continental Congress in 1776 giving land ranging from
one hundred acres for privates to five hundred for colonels
Virginia with her vast unappropriated area in the West could
well be lavish. She at first made grants to the officers and 3
soiciers in both her state and Continental contingents on the
moTe pressing she § Congress.* Later, as conditions became
passed an aet i Cied the amounts.* In 1780 the assembly
- .}M;Id”"r‘"ﬂ;;mi{ 0 each recruit who had enrolled or
*s healthy !rmr:'i ¥ April, 1781 for the duration of the war
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assessment on property; and moreover be entitled to three
hundred acres of land, in lieu of all such bounties given by

any former laws.”” Two years later an act authorized an
increase of a sixth in the amount of one’s land for each year’s
service beyond six." In the meanwhile, the amount received
by the officers had been increased to a maximum of 15,000
acres for major generals serving under six years.’

As a further means of encouragement, money bounties
were offered. Like the land bounties, they increased in amount
as the struggle progressed. In the beginning, each soldier
agreeing to serve for three years unless sooner discharged was
entitled to $20.'° After a while the bounty was increased to
$150 for each person recruited for the duration of the war, but
only $100 for those engaging themselves for three years."' This
practice was not unusual in the distribution of bounties as the
officials were desirous of obtaining stable fighting forces. The
amount was increased from time to time'? until a law in 1780
provided $12,000 bounty for service rendered for the duration
of the war and $8,000 for three years’ enlistment. In order to
raise this amount, the assembly levied a special two per cent tax
on all property taxed in specie though the levy itself might be
paid in produce, such as tobacco and hemp at fixed ratios.”* The

{ollowing year in a desperate attempt to raise 3000 men a bounty
of $10,000 was offered for two years’ service.™

These amounts, however, do not indicate such drastic
advances as would appear from their face value for they were
given in paper money. In terms of purchasing power, the
money bought little. Thus the Virginia Gazette, a four-paged
newspaper appearing weekly, increased its subscription price
0 $50 yearly in 1779 and shortly thereafter charged $20 for
sdvertising In its columns for the first week and $15 for
subsequent insertions.'” The process of depreciation continued
with such alacrity that when the act of the May Convention of
1781 was passed the scale was one unit of gold or silver for one
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levying of Continental troops. Many appeared at the court-
house in arms and others came as their abettors where they
#did by Force and Threats obstruct the Execution of the Law,
disturbe the Peace of this Commonwealth, and murder, wound
or annoy many of the good People thereof. . . .” The uprising
was subdued on the second day by volunteers most of whom
were officers. A court-martial was held to deal with the of-
fenders. Some were sent to the army to serve as common
soldiers for the duration of the war and others for eighteen
months. A few escaped to the British army by boarding
vessels which lay in the bay.?®

During the same fall the militia of Lancaster County
assembled as a mob on the day appointed for the draft. They
disarmed the officers as they came to the field and took from
the county lieutenant the papers relative to the draft, thus
making it impossible to carry it out. A court-martial was held
and many were condemned, but the lieutenant was able to
capture only a few of the offenders.?’

The assembly tried to check the violence by authorizing
courts-martial to sentence those inciting opposition against the
drafts.” It went a step further to declare that such people
would be regarded as civilly dead and their property divided
among their heirs.”” Unable to cope with the situation, the
assembly become more conciliatory. It at length passed a joint
resolution permitting the governor to settle disturbances as
he thought best, by pardon or otherwise.*

In the meanwhile it was becoming increasingly difficult to
carry out the draft acts.” The attitude as set forth by the
colonel of Montgomery County was probably representative
of that of Western Virginia as a whole.

I am very apprehensive that the number of men demanded
on this oeccarion cannot be raised. It is the general opinion of
the Officers a2 well as my own opinion, that nearly one half
of our own militia are disaffected, & therefore cannot be drawn
into the service either by threats or otherwise; & should they
be punished according to Law, they would either withdraw
Ml
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declared through their spokesman that they were willing to
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to the Laws of the State, as far as our Ability will allow.”?

Not long thereafter the militia of the county were repulsed
from a mill held by the insurgents. John Claypole was again
the leader of the discontented. His group reputedly numbering
a thousand threatened to kill men, women and children so
that it became necessary for the officials to request 2id from a
nearby county to put down the uprising.”® Several of the
offenders surrendered, The leaders later petitioned the gover-
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According to an official in Accomack County, “Anarchy,
Confusion & disorder reigns triumphant amongst us.” Hearing
that a group of men had successfully opposed the draft in
Northampton County, a number of Accomack citizens resolved
to follow the example. On the day appointed for the draft
almost two hundred men with clubs assembled at the court-
house to oppose it. The county lieutenant tried unsuccessfully
to appease the mutineers with “soothing and powerful argu-
ments.” One of the men snatched the drafting papers from
the table while the others cheered. Consequently, the recruit.
ing officers discontinued their attempts for the time being.

Two days later when a second effort was made practically
the same obstructionists appeared “armed with clubs, swords,
guns and pistols, and took possession of the Court house, at
the door of which they placed a centinel with his musket.”
They unanimously declared their intention of opposing the draft
at the hazard of their lives. The clerk took the names of twenty
of the insurrectionists, but this did not intimidate them. Their
persistence made it impossible to carry out the law. A court-
martial was subsequently held and those most involved were
made soldiers for the duration of the war. A mild policy was
adopted because the county was detached from state aid,
neighboring Maryland would not give assistance, and the
magazines were almost exhausted.’

Papers were seized in other counties. One exasperated
officer went so far as to suggest hanging a few of the offenders
“for examples to the rest”.”" In some cases detachments could
not be marched off because there were no officers to form a
courl-martial to force them to go.”” In one instance the men
refused to join the army because there was not a sufficient
amount of money at the time to pay their bounties.”® Some
counties reported their eagerness to send recruits but were
unable to do 5o because there was a lack of available men.’* One

M lemes Arvuckle, C'lurhé Bagwell, and D. Bournan to Gov. JefTerson, A
., 1T, Id, #-100; Col orbin to Jefferson, April 23, 1781, Ibid., m-fu
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army that would take him outside his county, when he knew P
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Closely related to the Indian menace but more widespread In :
was the natural desire of the men to provide food for their clothed.
families. It was difficult to get recruits during the spring because
planting and the midsummer harvesting seasons. Districts the wir
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The destitute clreumstances of the
on played thelr purt in deterring o
inadequacy of clothing was v

army as the war dragged
thers from enlisting. The
equently reported: “Many men
have not a remnant of clothing larger than a good napkin to
cover their nakedness, and a number of these are dependent
upon others for a part of a blanket to ghelter them at night
from the cold."" Acccording to one officer his men weore “all
as naked as when they were born," Other detachments wore
“In a very ragged condition, some of them almont reduced to
a state of nature & falling slele for want of cloaths sufficlent to
keep them warm whilst on duty in the night or in wet

weather™" Not only the men but also the officers puffered,
as Is evident from a pitiable request,

When s man ls destitute of money, cloaths snd frisnds: he
I In my opinion an object of pity—whether this may be my
cnse or nn{, I will lenve it you to judge, when 1 tell you that
I am realy destitute of the two former, and it T don't find the
latter in you, I am nbaolutely lacking of the whole My danr
Bir, you was an eye witness to the ward duty I perform'd at
Chesterflold & you may well know likewise that I have never
drawn a farthing of pay since I have besn in pervies: & when
cloathing was to be had, I wou'd get nothing but a ghirt & a
pr: of shogs—The rfhml.hfng I brought from home s now worn
out & I can scarce hide my nihkedness, and as you are the
only person that can befriend me in this cage, 1 most humbly

request you to glve me an order for such NBCERNATYH, A8 You
may think proper , , 4

In some cases the men had to return home in order to be

clothed.”" Others were so naked that they refused furloughs
because they were ashamed as well ag unable to travel
the winter season. Even when clothing was to be had It wag
frequently distributed in a most unfortunate manner: “A pood
pair of Stockings Is glven to a naked soldier to day; he has no
shoes, and wears them out by the next week, and In a forth-

night afterwards, when his Stockings are fone he gets his shoes,
Or perh

during

'ps he gets breeches but no lining to them: and a coat

or & fashionable hat, but has no shirt, or if he has he Ia without

breechey "'

Not

N only were the troops harassed In the last veurs of the
& lnck of clothing but also at times by a searcily of food,

L W Preston 16 Jallersen. Jenusry B0, 1781, Ibid, 1, 468482,
T Jhn Massret (6 Jalureon Felivuary 5, 1781, fwid, s
S G Thes Oashing o the Gevernar. Neptomber 10, 1700, I, 11, 480
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as inferior in quality. Beet j, .
What was av:il:a';ﬁ; it was lttle better than carrigp,
was p;g;; g:cﬂiti” were meager. Thus, a hospita] of ..
taliza

y ly destitute of every article, exXcept 5
patients ?'a]:jceen g;aet)::an render them comfortable, g 3.
unds © ,

ms The necessary fig_hting equipment wag
their recovﬁrjgcient or entirely lacking. Even on the HER %
frequently n: in the spring of 1781 some of the miljtj, !,llre’a%:.!;-;'

of cecénll:gl to be sent home because they had no arms ¢
rais

hese grievances the general disaffection .«
% onti ac;dfsr:gutent lagll:: of pay,*® and the fear of smﬂllpoxﬁ
e CPM tf{i;e at the heart of one of the perplexing prob
he w fihse military and civil officials of Virginia—the Prevalence
fefxclé];ertion. Legislative attempts were made to check it,
:ewards were offered for surrendering deserters, Penalties Were
levied for concealing them, and pardons were offered .for sur.
render and reenlistment but all to no purpos?. Desertion con-
" tinued unabated. In some instances a draft produced one-
third soidiers and two-thirds deserters.

i

1

Many of the factors deterring enlistment were only ae-
centuated by drafting into service. As drafting thus became g
handmaiden to desertion, so desertion became an ally of the
factions opposing drafting. Drafting and the consequent op-

position to it were alone clear indications that all was not well
in the old Dominion.
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